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Abstract
Drawing on Dewey’s concepts and thinking, a middle school mathematics teacher
at The School at Columbia University describes her teaching practice and role as a
field-based teacher-educator and professional development leader during EdTech
Summit Africa. Through a first-person account of her experiences in Cape Town,
Johannesburg, and Pretoria, South Africa, the author reflects on how professional
development with technology was embraced and illuminates why the development
of an international community of practice with primary, secondary, and tertiary
teachers is evolving. The article is divided into four sections.
In the first section, the author relates how laboratory schools and communities of
practice are no longer limited to a single geographic location and how boundaries
for professional development are disappearing because of information and computer
technology, such as the Internet, the World Wide Web, and globalization. The second section provides a narrative account of the professional development workshop
experiences that occurred during EdTech Summit Africa 2017. In the third section,
the author reflects on the conditions that she encountered in South Africa while
leading professional development workshops on project-based learning and technology integration. This narrative underscores the importance of teacher training,
continued professional development, communication and intercommunication
between educators, and highlight the benefits of participating in a Professional
Learning Network. The fourth section summarizes the value of collaboration among
educators and the necessity for collective problem solving given extant research on
the digital divide in South Africa.1 Implications for educators are summarized and
next steps for living Dewey’s ideas in action are outlined.
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Introduction
John Dewey’s philosophy of education is ubiquitous. A prolific writer, educator,
and philosopher of the 19th and 20th centuries, Dewey’s educational philosophy resonates in the 21st century because he was a broadminded pragmatist who
believed that “public education would sustain democratic ideals.”2 The corpus
of his work, including founding the first Laboratory School at the University of
Chicago in 1938, 3 prompted an array of public and private university affiliated
laboratory schools to proliferate.4 Since then, university-affiliated lab schools have
served as sites for (1) research, experimentation, and development of child-centered
and constructivist curriculum; (2) observation of child development theories and
teacher-student interactions, and (3) preparation for pre-service teachers enrolled
in university-affiliated teaching programs.5 Overall, university-affiliated lab schools
are regarded as demonstration schools for best practices and valued as “centers for
teacher training and professional development.”6 More importantly, laboratory
schools have taken on a community focus,7 and this is significant because the term
community is contextually bound.
Since Dewey wrote Democracy and Education 8 and The Public and Its
Problems9 technology has exploded exponentially, and his thinking on how we as
individuals might transcend physical boundaries and become a “Great Community”
(The Public and Its Problems, p. 170) remains prescient because conditions for
communication and intercommunication have changed dramatically. Teachers
may use technology to improve instructional delivery, integrate technology into
their practice, and as a tool to problem solve and grow professionally. Teachers
can rely on a variety of platforms, applications, digital networks, and professional
communities for insights and advice. On the other hand, access to information
and computer technology is not equitable.10 In the absence of equitable access to
technology, initiatives to support the development of international communities
of practice have evolved.
Traditionally, a school’s community referred to its geographic location, its
students and their families, and society. Increasingly, however, the concept of
community has expanded. It may apply to the neighborhood a lab school serves,
such as the University of Pennsylvania’s Sadie Alexander School,11 which is a public school in West Philadelphia. Alternatively, The School at Columbia University
(TSC), which is lab school affiliated with Columbia University (CU) serves the
neighborhood surrounding CU.12
I teach Pre-algebra to seventh-graders at The School at Columbia University
(TSC). As part of the mission and admissions policies, TSC employs half of my
students’ parents. The other half of my students live in the surrounding publicschool districts and are admitted through a need-blind lottery process. This is
significant since researchers note that Dewey talked about the importance of
“community schools” 13 and how they might be utilized to provide opportunities
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for lifelong learning and civic participation. However, Dewey did not offer a
specific formula for achieving these goals. Instead, community schools have
become a participatory movement dependent on their stakeholders, including
teacher-educators.
Beyond a public or private school identity and neighborhood served within
a lab school setting, teacher-educators practice pedagogy that they have developed
and feel passionate about utilizing. Wenger describes “groups of people who share
a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they
regularly interact” as communities of practice.14 This phrase highlights a kinship
and an identity of cooperation among teacher-educators who share educational
methods and skills with fellow educators. The notion of communities of practice
applies to continuing professional development as well.
Steyn described continuing professional development as a phenomenon in
which “people engage in the process of collective learning in a shared domain of
human endeavor and acquire knowledge and skills shared through joint activities
and discussions.”15 According to Wenger,16 the concept of communities of practice
is not new. However, it is a concept that coheres with the current “international
movement,” in which university-affiliated educators engage in “growing international networks” sharing knowledge, research, educational expertise, disseminating
instructional practices, and continuing professional development.17
Likewise, online professional communities can serve as sources for professional learning and reflection. Haythornthwaite and De Laat18 found that network
learning is usually about matters that teachers encounter directly in their work.
Online communities link teachers to professional development networks (PLN)
that help them to connect and “create structures on which learning opportunities
can arise.”19 This expanded view of community and professional development20
supports the supposition that Dewey’s work resonates with 21st-century conceptions
of democracy, educational reform,21 and globalization.22
Drawing on John Dewey’s work, I reflect below on my experience as a teachereducator at TSC and professional development workshop presenter in South Africa. I
describe personal insights on the benefits of joining a professional learning network
(PLN) that provides professional development and international educational
partnership opportunities. Based on this experience, I offer suggestions and outline
next steps for educators who are interested in living Dewey’s ideas in action.

EdTech Summit Africa 2017
According to Karen Page, founder of EdTech Summit Africa (ETSA), this organization is “an innovative teaching conference shared across Africa free of charge.”23
Founded, organized, and led by Karen Kirsch Page in 2012, ETSA is a Professional
Learning Network (PLN). Teachers who join this network become members of
a collaborative learning community (CLC) and remain connected digitally. The
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purpose of ETSA is to engage teachers as learners in a variety of best practices so
that they can improve student achievement and classroom engagement. Workshop
presenters share technological resources and teaching strategies that are grounded
in experiential and self-directed learning theory.
I joined ETSA in South Africa from July 27–August 7, 2017 because it was
an opportunity to collaborate with a diverse group of educators. I was prepared to
share my practice so that South African teachers could potentially adopt or modify
methods and teaching techniques that I developed. Moreover, I was curious about
our intended audience, their culture, and their teaching experiences. Mostly, I was
thrilled about the prospect of engaging with South African academics, secondary
and tertiary teachers, pre-service teachers, and fellow travelers.
I imagined that this would be a worthwhile experience because I had previously collaborated with New York City public school teachers on the Millennium
Cities Initiative (MCI), part of a three-year project led by the Earth Institute at
Columbia University to attain Millennium Development Goals (MDG’s) by the
year 2015. Each of us was paired with teachers in Ghana through the School2School
(S2S) initiative at Teachers College, Columbia University. Paired with three secondary mathematics teachers in Kumasi, our challenge was to create a team experience in a situation where access to the Internet and electricity was unreliable.
Though I did not travel to Ghana, it was an empowering experience because we
overcame these challenges. We relied on iEarn and digital technology, such as
Google Classroom and Survey Monkey, to share information, lessons, and data
that our students culled on the United Nations (UN) Millennium Development
Goals (MDG’s). Students compared goals that they believed were most important
and achievable and used data to make predictions using the line of best fit. So when
the opportunity to volunteer in South Africa arose, I imagined that collaborating
face-to-face would be ideal because free communication had been the missing link.
I wondered what South African teachers’ experiences with technology were like,
as well as their perceptions of technology integration. Overall, I looked forward to
intercultural dialogue and what I could learn from this experience: how it might
benefit my practice as a 7th-grade mathematics teacher at TSC, help me become a
more reflective, culturally competent workshop presenter, and serve as a catalyst
for continued active inquiry.

Self-directed and Experiential Learning
The ETSA presentation team included American and South African teachereducators who were willing to share diverse skills, experience, and knowledge
with other education professionals in hands-on interactive workshops designed to
engage teachers and broaden understanding of what is possible in the classroom
today. Several presenters had volunteered previously and were repeating in their
roles as workshop leaders. Their commitment reinforced my desire to join ETSA.
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My workshop, entitled “Visions of Possibility: Ignite student’s imaginations
about roles that they can play in their learning through flipped-teaching and
project-based learning,” highlighted the emphasis that I put on student autonomy
in my practice. What I planned to talk about was how I motivate students to
“mathematize”24 and engage in social mathematics activities. I also planned to
share a few short videos and iMovies that my students had crafted. These artifacts
documented students engaged in “flipped teaching,”25 demonstrated student
ownership of algebraic concepts that they had mastered, and elements of selected
mathematics projects, such as the Great Mathematician Project, 26 to serve as a
springboard for discussion about oral, written, and digital skills that I assessed.
In turn, workshop participants would be challenged to deconstruct what they saw
and work collaboratively to identify skills that I evaluated.
For example, one of my students created an iMovie to illustrate how to solve
an equation with variables on both sides. Using Keynote, a presentation software
application, and auto shapes, he built multicolored boxes with different parts of the
equation. Also, title cards were inserted using the Keynote animation feature and
set to a timer to move every two seconds, then exported into an iMovie accompanied by relaxing electronic music. In contrast, other students created videos using
their laptop cameras and Giant Post Its to demonstrate operations with rational
numbers. Alternatively, they used classroom whiteboards to illustrate mastery
of a mathematical concept of their choice. Altogether, student work represented
self-directed and experiential learning; critical elements of my practice that I feel
most passionate about and that demonstrate how I have structured my practice to
empower 7th-grade students at TSC who are not grouped by ability.
I believed this non-traditional approach to learning would be compelling and
thought-provoking because I had experience leading workshops on project-based
learning through Teach 21: The Institute for 21st Century Teaching at TSC. Teach
21 offers workshops on how teachers at TSC develop authentic practices in academic instruction, project-based learning, inquiry, integrated curriculum, social
justice and STEAM collaborations for teachers in public and private sector locally,
nationally, and abroad. Thus I was accustomed to workshop participants from a
range of public and private schools in urban, suburban, and rural sectors who had
access to technology. One of my goals for ETSA was to challenge participants to
think about how they would modify or adapt what they learned and brainstorm
how they would implement it in their classrooms.
Toward that purpose, in preparation for ETSA I read research on teachers’
perceptions of professional development workshops on technology integration,27
and teachers’ attitudes toward computer technology training,28 and technology
integration pedagogy.29 Anyanwa30 cited the importance of Web 2.0 tools in tailoring professional development workshops to have a positive impact on teachers,
whereas Sabzian and Gilakjani31 considered a full array of tech basics, from social
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media and tech integration to face-to-face integration with hands-on collaboration.
Okijie, Olinzock and Okojie-Boulder32 reported that teachers are not involved in
technology decision-making, and that relevant objectives and methods of instruction are considered key to making a dynamic classroom. Given my teammates’
biographic profiles and areas of expertise, I was confident that these themes would
be addressed, and I was not disappointed.
I also read about continuing professional development (CPD) for teachers in
general33 and in South Africa, specifically.34 Based on the results of 35 studies on
professional development (PD) for teachers, Walters and Baffoe-Djan found seven
aspects of PD that make the most difference to teachers:
[PD that] is concrete and classroom-based, brings in expertise from outside the school; involves teachers in the choice of areas to develop and activities to undertake; enables teachers to work collaboratively with peers;
provides opportunities for mentoring and coaching sustained over time;
is supported by effective school leadership. 35

Similarly, Mokhele and Jita conducted a six-year study on CPD. They found
that “for CPD programs to be successful; they have to be personally meaningful
to the participating teachers.”36 Steyn identified a key challenge for continuing
professional development for teachers (CPD):
encouraging a collaborative culture in communities of practice where
teachers are involved in joint activities and discussions, assist one another
and share knowledge and skills to improve the competence of teachers in
South Africa.37

These findings on CPD for teachers piqued my curiosity. Though I had no
preconceived notions about the communities of practice that I would encounter in South African township schools, I intended to share concrete examples
of my practice, offering participants choice and activities for collaborative,
hands-on work.

Reflective Thinking
Arriving in Cape Town, I was mesmerized by an endless landscape of South
African township dwellings that lined the highway into Cape Town. As I stared,
I recalled that I would be working with township teachers and visiting township
schools. I understood our itinerary but didn’t fully grasp these townships’
historical, political, and economic significance. I did not know what townships
looked like and I had not researched any of the locations that we were scheduled
to visit—Langa, Khayelitsha, Alexandra, Diepsloot and Mamelodi. I learned
firsthand that townships are considered relics of “apartheid planning” because
they continue to function as isolated urban areas for non-whites.38 From that
point onward, the backdrop of Table Mountain and Signal Hill served as a
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dramatic counterpoint to township settlements and our lodging in the Sea Point
district of Cape Town, where we gathered during the first week and bonded as
a presentation team.
During days one and two we toured Langa, visited schools in Cape Town,
and collaborated at the Bandwidth Barn in Khayelitsha, a township-technology
hub. Throughout ETSA we toured township schools, described our workshops to
teachers, and invited them to attend. We did not observe classroom instruction.
We saw children dressed in uniforms, transitioning from one activity to another,
joyfully playing outdoors, and interacted with confident middle school students
who volunteered to give us tours of their school and answer our questions. We introduced ourselves to teachers during their breaks as they planned lessons, assessed,
ate lunch, or surfed the Internet on cell phones.
As an inducement to attend our workshops, ESTA workshop presenters
offered a short synopsis of the workshops we would lead. After a brief introduction,
teachers received raffle tickets, and winners gleefully claimed gently used laptops
and iPads donated to ETSA, as well as new thumb drives and ETSA tee shirts.
Initially, offering raffle tickets and ETSA prizes seemed overzealous to me. Teachers’
responses resembled a religious revival and I feared that we would be mistaken for
technology evangelists. But once I realized that most teachers didn’t have personal
computers, a tool that I rely on routinely, I saw the value of this giveaway tactic for
what it was; a core element of a purposeful design and an ingenious way to empower
teachers for whom the cost of laptops and continuing professional development is
prohibitive.
At the Bandwidth Barn in Khayelitsha, we strategized and tweaked our
slide presentation decks. Work at the Bandwidth Barn stood out because we came
together as a team, collaborated, and gave each other feedback, which I sorely
needed after visiting the township schools that were surrounded by barbed wire,
and either equipped with old computers or “missing computers” that were in need
of repair or stolen. The impact of touring township schools was profound. The sheer
density of township inhabitants was mindboggling. According to the World Bank,
half of South Africa’s urban population lives in townships, accounting for 38% of
working-age citizens, but home to nearly 60% of its unemployed.39
Collaborating with the ETSA leadership team, I revamped my presentation
at the Bandwidth Barn. I thought that teachers would benefit more from learning
about Choice Theory,40 and the alternative instructional methods that I use to differentiate and personalize student learning with learning menus, such as Blendspace
(www.tes.com), to create interactive digital lessons and tiered assignments,41 than a
lecture on Dewey’s view on the importance of activating imagination42 or Maxine
Greene’s views on Releasing the Imagination,43 as I had initially planned. I fully
intended to share samples of my students engaged in flip teaching44 and technology
tools for project-based learning, such as Inspiration to create concept maps. I knew
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that I would discuss Connectivism, a digital learning theory,45 but I wasn’t confident
about this approach, given the state of technology I saw during township school
tours. Overall, the township tours reinforced my perception that teachers would
benefit from more practical pedagogical methods and teaching techniques and
not from lectures on theoretical approaches. Considering everything, I needed to
strike a balance between content and teaching techniques, but there were so many
options and not enough time to share more than one or two digital applications in
depth. Consequently, I prepared a reading/resource list and was mentally prepared
to improvise.
The presentation teams’ task was to provide continuing professional development workshops that featured best practices and technology integration. Our audience included academic and tertiary faculty of the University of Cape Town (UCT),
University of the Western Cape (UWC), Cape Peninsula of Technology (CPUT), and
Stellenbosch University, at the Cape Teaching and Leadership Institute (CTLI) in
partnership with the Education Technology Inquiry Laboratory (ETILAB). During
the second week, we traveled to Johannesburg and stayed at a bed-and-breakfast
in Melville that was surrounded by a wall topped with barbed wires. By day we
visited LEAP 4 Science and Math High School in Diepsloot, a northern township,
and presented for 90 teachers from LEAP 4, LEAP 3 located in Linbro Park, which
serves the community of Alexandra, as well as neighboring Akani School in what
was called an Ed Tech Summit “Pop Up.”
The “Pop Up” featured light and quick versions of our workshops to be held
at the University of Pretoria (UP) Mamelodi Campus on Saturday morning. This
Summit was challenging because we were each given 15 minutes to present a compacted version of a 90-minute individual presentation, alongside two other colleagues, to a classroom of teachers. We transitioned after our collective 45-minute
pitch to repeat our 3-way pitch in two additional rooms filled with teachers. This
event was followed up on Saturday with our original 90-minute presentations for
R-12 teachers at the University of Pretoria, Mamelodi Campus.

Travel Fellows
Another example of Dewey’s ideas in action occurred through our work with travel
fellows. As Dewey stated in Democracy and Education, “A democracy is more than
a form of government; it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience.”46 A powerful example of associated living occurred through
hands-on work in focused training sessions with our travel fellows.
In addition to workshop presentations, at the conclusion of our stay in Cape
Town, and again in Johannesburg, we were tasked with leading two focused training sessions with our “travel fellows”—teachers from communities and schools
who had previously attended an EdTech Summit or whose district would not be
served by ETSA. The leadership team devised a national application process, which
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included all past Summit locations, to help build teacher leaders and empower them
to take their experience back to their communities and share what they learned
with other teachers.
Travel fellows lived with us, attended our workshops, and traveled with us.
Though I did not think it was possible, collaborating with travel fellows to create
slide presentations that they would share in their home communities rivaled my
Summit experiences. Working with travel fellows was an intellectual exercise,
an open-ended heuristic, exploratory in nature and experiential. Through this
dynamic, I learned what the fellows learned and valued as participants in our
workshops. However, they did so without computer skills or prior knowledge on
how to create Google slides or PowerPoint presentations.
Choreographed like speed dating, for this event fellows rotated between pairs
of workshop presenters for technical support. If I had the opportunity to do this
over, I would have assigned fellowship travelers videos to watch, and challenged
them to find instructional videos that they thought were more informative or
engaging than the ones I suggested. Alternatively, I would have provided articles
with diagrams on how to organize and craft slide decks. Even so, this activity was
a highlight for me because I got to know everyone better—presenters and travel
fellows.

Critical Reflection
In How We Think Dewey stated, “We do not learn from experience, we learn from
reflecting on experience.”47 Dewey considered reflection “a meaning-making process, and a disciplined way of thinking, that needs to happen in a community in
interaction with others and requires attitudes that value personal and intellectual
growth of oneself and others”48 Based on these four criteria, the following interactions with workshop participants stood out to me.
The first workshop, on Summit day one at CTLI in Cape Town, included university educators working with pre-service teachers. Even though there were technical glitches, participants were patient, and after an icebreaker activity introducing
themselves to one another and the group at large, they readily engaged in watching
the iMovie on solving equations with variables on both sides. Initiating discussion
on assessment was difficult. So, I relied on teacher wait time. Participants were polite,
yet pensive. They expressed an interest in watching another video, and I complied.
Then a participant asked about the amount of time it took to make videos and iMovies, to which I responded that students were given 3 class periods, but had access to
technology at home. That same participant, a graduate school English instructor,
indicated that his students took two weeks to complete a similar task. I then segued
into a discussion about how students at TSC have access to technology in grades K-8,
and how we scaffold student work in each division collaboratively with the help of
technology integrationists and learning specialists. This sequence of events led to a
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productive discussion on the value of alternative instructional approaches, such as
flip teaching49 and project-based learning. As I reflected on the trajectory of our discussions, I realized that we were becoming a community of practice50 as we problem
solved, and as I shared professional anecdotes and resources. It felt like innovation was
doable because I was offering solutions and resources that could move change forward.
This discussion was qualitatively different from my workshop the following day,
which was attended by pre-service teachers who had little experience with technology.
Upon reflection, I realized that my concerns about Summit day one stemmed from
the fact that I had not started a PD workshop with flip teaching before. I often start a
workshop with Choice Theory51 and segue into alternative instructional approaches
that help personalize student learning. Though teachers were open to these nontraditional approaches and the idea of empowering students, I was perplexed by the
silence I encountered until a participant raised the issue of standards, testing, and
teaching constraints. I had access to K–12 standards in South Africa and related
how they should start small, identifying one or two technology innovation goals.
Informed that they had little autonomy regarding the way they structured
coursework, we talked about pacing and tiered assignments52 in mixed-ability classrooms.53 I explained that we do not group students by ability at TSC. To differentiate
curriculum, I offer students a choice between “regular and spicy” mathematics
homework assignments, so that students can self-identify, topic by topic, their
comfort zones with specific content. Regular assignments cover content taught, and
that is expected of all students to practice independently, whereas spicy assignments
are more complex and offer challenging extensions. However, students’ choices,
“regular” or “spicy,” are weighted equally.
Subsequently, during a discussion on assessments and testing, I explained
that students were learning for mastery, not grades, and an opportunity to correct
mistakes on quizzes was offered to all students, as was extra time to complete assessments. There was also an opportunity to retest, whether or not they qualified for special accommodations, because TSC is a progressive laboratory school and our focus
is on “the individual child” as an emerging learner “rather than upon a traditional
curriculum. . . . [Thus] we make schooling adaptive to the needs” of our students.54
As the session concluded, I felt that I had connected with my participants.
This connection was evident when I shared Blendspace (www.tes.com), as a digital
resource for differentiating lessons and organizing components of lessons or projects
with digital resources (e.g., websites, videos, worksheets, games, and articles). The
connection was also evident in the quality of our discussion, which was measured
and thoughtful.
On Summit day two, critical reflection was triggered when I asked 24 participants to discuss with a partner the following icebreaker question: “Why did
you become a teacher?” Despite the time limit they were given, participants were
reluctant to stop talking. The theme of becoming a teacher out of necessity versus
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becoming a teacher out of genuine love for teaching and learning triggered emotions
for many. In that moment, I reflected on how important it is for teachers to talk
with one another and be given the opportunity to reflect, compare notes, and bond,
as they explored lessons that I had crafted on Blendspace (www.tes.com) and were
challenged to drag and drop resources for an experience of their choice with this
software application. Participants also experimented with Inspiration; working in
pairs, they were tasked with crafting concept maps showing how they connected.
On the last Summit day, the level of engagement and participation was high.
At this session, teachers collaborated and shared professional challenges. One
teacher shared her frustrations about teaching 52 second-grade students in one
classroom, and the chaos that erupted when she showed a video. I offered some
strategies, like collaborating with colleagues to implement technology integration
rules and behavior expectations for students. I described flexible grouping strategies,
such as station rotations with only one group of students at a time being allowed
to view the video, and each student assigned a specific task within each group at
each station. I also advised her to group students deliberately for academic and
social-emotional reasons, and to experiment with showing a video to one group a
day to ensure the control she wanted. It felt like I was reinforcing behaviorism, but
she needed advice on how to integrate technology, direction on how to choreograph
flexible grouping, student choice, and learning menus, and I think the entire group
benefited from this discussion as well.
Another theme that teachers brought up was a lack of time to implement
non-traditional instructional strategies, such as flipped-teaching and project-based
learning with limited or no access to technology. A teacher-in-training talked
about how his father, a goat farmer, had made sacrifices so that he could pursue
a teaching career. When he described being an intern and how difficult it was to
juggle a prescribed curriculum, as well as how defeated he felt knowing that his
professor was dissatisfied with the very curriculum they were mandated to instruct,
I empathized and shared relevant experiences and details about my educational
background. I shared how I had experienced corporal punishment in grade school,
failed algebra, the very subject I teach, but passed statistical regression analysis in
graduate school, and now considered myself a work-in-progress—happiest when
teaching or learning something new. Moreover, I shared how important it is to cultivate a growth mindset,55 and promised to connect him with a professor in South
Africa to counterbalance his current situation. I followed through on my pledge.
This Summit stood out because I was “reflecting in action” and “reflecting
on action”56—offering teaching techniques that I had grappled with and solutions
that worked in my practice. Additionally, I asked participants to note technology
sources, so I made an adjustment that I felt proud of and was able to accomplish
all that I planned, including a more extended question and answer session. As the
workshop concluded, I reflected on my interview for ETSA.
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Before arriving in South Africa, I was informed by Karen Kirsch Page that
teachers might have no access or limited access to technology and asked what
I would do. At the time, I said I would use storytelling to describe experiences
where I overcame obstacles by taking baby steps, collaborating with colleagues,
and prototyping innovations. Page also informed me that most teachers had cell
phones with high data costs and pay-as-you-go plans, but none of this penetrated
until I got to South Africa!
Although the impact of teaching with limited access to technology was powerful, seeing teachers using their cell phones was encouraging. As a result, I shared
education sites and technology networks that they could access with cell phones to
find solutions, build capacity, partner with other teachers to implement technology,
and plan lessons or projects. I also used cell phones as a springboard for discussion on Connectivism57 and global education networks that are accessible on their
cell phones. I recommended specific resources, like Edmodo, Edsurge, Edutopia,
Edudemic, ISTE, and Mindshift, to stay current on teaching strategies and technology innovation, and iEarn, as I had for the School to School (S2S) initiative, to
connect with teachers on global learning projects. I was not sure how sustainable
or cost-effective these suggestions were, but it seemed like a starting point for an
open-ended discussion about “collaboration and engagement in a cycle of planning,
action, reflection or evaluation.”58

Democracy, Experience, and Education
Upon returning from South Africa, I reflected on my experience, wrote a blog post
titled “Energized and transformed,”59 and reread selected works by Dewey and about
his legacy. I reflected on his philosophy and the timeliness of his ideas. Dewey was
dedicated to the “theory and practice” of democracy,60 and as his philosophy of
education evolved, his conception of education democracy expanded. As a result,
Dewey inspired generations of teacher-educators, like myself, to pick up where he
left off: preparing teachers to “better people’s quality of life” by sharing their “aims
and methods,”61 so that democracy is achievable. Toward that purpose, in an analysis
of Dewey’s work and its continuing relevance today, Gordon stated,
Dewey’s vision of democracy challenges us to recreate our global communities and our systems of education to meet the changing circumstances
of history, so that all citizens of democratic societies imagine new ways of
association and interaction that promote a respect for freedom, equality
and diverse ways of being in the world.62

Likewise, in Dewey’s Dream: Universities and Democracies in an Age of
Education Reform, the authors explained how Dewey’s vision of community schools
had influenced an international movement that places civic responsibility on universities. 63 Hence, whether Dewey’s ideas about democracy convey a vision64 or a
dream,65 the “tensions and relationships among Dewey’s ideas”66 resonate with the
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idea that Dewey viewed democracy as a “participatory process”67 that is dependent
on teacher-educators. Significantly, Nebeker stated, “Dewey envisioned” that teachers “would be the axis upon which such a democracy revolved.”68

Teacher Preparation, Globalization,
and Continuing Professional Development
To cultivate and sustain a democracy, Dewey considered teacher preparation “essential.”69 He believed that teacher-educators should “foster dispositions and attitudes
that cultivate curiosity, open-mindedness, and reflective and active inquiry.” 70
Curiosity would reflect the teachers’ desire to learn. Open-mindedness would speak
to a teacher’s capacity to grow, embrace diversity, and exhibit empathy, whereas
reflective and active inquiry would manifest in the teacher’s concerns and passions
as a practitioner. These dispositions were essential to Dewey because he viewed
democracy as much more than a political system.71
Dewey viewed democracy “as a personal way of life, a mode of associated
living, and a moral ideal.”72 As he argued, “we need to get rid of the habit of thinking of democracy as something institutional and external and acquire the habit
of treating it as a personal way of life.” 73 In turn, this would require educators
to “approach democracy experimentally, pluralistically and fallibly.” 74 Dewey’s
rationale was simple. Experimentation provides educators with an opportunity
to test ideas and see how well they work in practice. A commitment to pluralism
shows that “shared interests among individuals and free interaction” are valued.75
Moreover, when we as educators recognize our limitations, flawed thinking, and
biases, our fallibility permits us to seek “ongoing ways to improve our ideas and
ideals.”76 In sum, democracy requires “a disposition of openness, tolerance, and
respect.”77
Preparing teachers for the role they will play in society has been enhanced by
digital technology and access to information. Since Dewey’s death in 1952, digital
technology has accelerated access to global teaching and learning. As noted by
Gordon, globalization “has contributed to the accelerated circulation of goods,
information, and people around the globe, and changed the shape of education
through the increase in digital technologies mediating interactions between
teachers and students.”78 Therefore, globalization has created new opportunities
for international educational collaboration and education reforms that privilege
student-centered learning. This bodes well for teacher-educators leading continuing
professional development workshops, as we can share how our dispositions and
attitudes have led us on a particular course of action or inquiry in our practice
and can offer authentic responses to participants’ queries, interests, and personal
concerns. Moreover, as a result of globalization, the teachers’ role in higher education
can shift to “pedagogical approaches that foster imagination, empathy, and third
voice.”79 According to English, the third voice has many benefits: It “productively
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mediates interactions between participants, including teacher and learners” and
“serves to facilitate critical reflection within cross-cultural learning contexts,”80
something I experienced firsthand.

Benefits of International Collaborative Learning Communities
As Dewey stated in Democracy and Education, “real learning occurs after an event
when an experience is reconstructed.”81 Traveling to South Africa and subsequently
writing and reconstructing this experience in narrative form resonates with his
thinking about how real learning occurs. Similarly, in a review of Dewey’s Dream,
Saltmarsh stated, “education transforms the individual in such a way that what
they know becomes who they are.”82
Joining ETSA was an experiment and a personally meaningful new
experience for me. Although I had presented workshops on project-based learning
voluntarily, I had not traveled internationally and worked in a voluntary capacity
as a teacher-educator. I learned a lot about myself: about how open-minded I am,
about my tolerance for change, and my respect for others.83 Nevertheless, it was an
experience that contributed to my self-education; and when I left South Africa, I
felt energized and transformed. What was energizing was connecting with South
African educators, sharing insights on teaching students who are not grouped by
ability, and anecdotes about how and why I developed my practice in a universityaffiliated laboratory school that privileges social-emotional learning. What was
transformative was the potential for community empowerment and professional
collaboration among educators in a vast international learning community.
For example, collaborating with South African teachers and travel fellows was
empowering. Participants gained knowledge from me and vice versa. Aside from
developing a new perspective on global teaching and developing relationships with
a cohort of teachers that I traveled, communed, and worked with, I shared a sense
of purpose and felt connected to the presentation team. As we bonded, our kinship grew. This experience validated our beliefs about technology integration and,
through this process, we became a community of collaborators. We also became a
community of practice84 as we shared insights on technology tools, discussed our
interactions with workshop participants, and compared notes. When we were not
in a professional mode, we embraced every opportunity to experience authentic
South African art, food, Pinotage wine, music, and culture.
It was equally empowering to mediate interactions, facilitate critical reflection as English described, share resources with workshop participants, and help
colleagues expand their skill set and potentially transform their practice. I left
South Africa confident that I belonged to a global community of educators who are
committed to our students and our profession. Moreover, I felt that sharing what I
know, and helping fellow educators understand the powerful professional learning
networks that operate in education and education technology, were worth pursuing.
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Implications
While personal and professional benefits were realized by the author, there are
significant implications for all educators. As noted by many,85 teachers need to
engage in professional development workshops with each other and with technology. They also need to learn how to use technology. Toward that goal, in the Public
and Its Problems, Dewey stated, “We have the physical tools of communication as
never before,”86 and to a certain extent that is true. However, access to technology
is not equitable.

Access to Professional Development with Technology
In the 21st century, information and computer technology have had a significant impact on the individual and collective identities of professional educators.
Increased access to information on the World Wide Web and its networks underscores that there are fewer physical boundaries between educators in this era of
globalization.87 Dewey addressed factors that can remove boundaries and help
people to connect. As he explained,
Every expansive era in the history of mankind has coincided with the operation of factors which have tended to eliminate distance between peoples
and classes previously hemmed off from one another . . . Travel, economics
and commercial tendencies have at present gone far to break down external barriers, to bring peoples and classes into closer and more perceptible
connections with one another.88

During ETSA, workshop leaders accessed information at the Bandwidth
Barn in Khayelitsha and through personal devices, such as cell phones, laptops, and
tablets. In this cross-cultural context, ESTA workshop presenters and participants
transcended global barriers by working face-to-face and side-by-side on activities
that were hands-on. Participants accessed computers in each of the computer labs
in which workshops were conducted. Then participants used the technology at their
fingertips to access information and complete a task. Workshop participants also
used technology as a tool to explore technology integration resources, applications,
and search engines that were identified during workshop presentations.
Under these conditions, access to technology united teachers who were intent
on learning how to integrate technology into their practice. Access to the Internet
also provided workshop participants with tips on how to leverage professional
learning opportunities in the absence of working face-to-face interactions with
workshop facilitators. Most importantly, professional development workshops with
technology promoted “promising pedagogical discussions between educators.”89
The rationale for providing workshop participants with the opportunity to access
information and use computer technology was to enhance future instruction and
support project-based learning outcomes. In addition, participants learned how
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to use technology to connect with a global network of educators. In turn, this
reinforced the notion that we, as educators, are all part of a larger international
global community—one that is at the forefront in developing an international
community of practice.
For example, identifying Professional Learning Networks (PLN’s) helped
teachers connect digitally and promoted teacher communication and intercommunication after ESTA concluded. These resources for educators provide continued
professional development and international educational partnership opportunities.
Overall, the promise of PLN’s is their emphasis on teacher interdependence, collaboration, and communication. These factors foster teacher empowerment and
enable educators to discuss their individual concerns and challenges informally. For
instance, during ETSA educators discussed what is going on in their individual “communities of practice,”90 and after ETSA participants contacted workshop presenters
enquiring about topics of concern to them and their professional development,
including graduate programs and fellowship opportunities in education technology.
Furthermore, during ESTA, teachers shared goals, objectives, and practices
from their own personal perspectives. This is significant because, as Dewey asserted,
“Any education given by a group tends to socialize its members, but the quality
and value of the socialization depends upon the habits of the group.”91 As a result,
the conditions under which communication and intercommunication between
teachers takes place are key factors that support professional growth and foster a
collective identity among educators.

From a “Great Society” to a “Great Community”
In The Public and Its Problems, Dewey explained why he considered a “Great Society”
impersonal, and how it might become a “Great Community” that privileges personal
and meaningful communication. Dewey reasoned, “The machine age in developing
the ‘Great Society’ has invaded and partially disintegrated the small communities
of former times without generating a ‘Great Community.’”92 Dewey wondered how
the public would overcome this conundrum and surmised, “the solution is bound
up with restoring a sense of communal life that can move us from an impersonal
‘Great Society’ into a personal and meaningful ‘Great Community.’”93
Dewey argued that “a Great Community” is conceivable “in the sense of free
and full intercommunication.”94 Toward that purpose, Dewey believed that technology would play a role in this transformation and help create a great community. In
many ways, Dewey’s vision of a “Great Community” was put into action by workshop presenters and participants during ETSA, as workshop presenters and travel
fellows communed together and used a collaborative structure to communicate with
each other. For instance, in addition to communing together we used WhatsApp,
GroupMe, and Flipgrid cell phone applications to intercommunicate digitally. These
observations resonate with Dewey’s perspective on how knowledge is transmitted.
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According to Dewey, “knowledge is a function of association and communication: it depends upon tradition, upon tools and methods socially transmitted,
developed and sanctioned.”95 This was evident during ETSA when communication
and intercommunication among educators were unlimited. However, according to
Ghobadi and Ghobadi, “inequalities in the access to and use of information and
communication technologies” have created “access gaps” and “shaped a digital
divide.”96 Based on this premise, Ghobadi and Ghobadi identified four different
access gaps for educators. These involved motivation, material, skills, and usage.
Though educators in attendance at ETSA exhibited “motivation to learn
recent technology,”97 had access to information and communication technologies
materials (e.g., computers and cell phones), exposure to technology integration
skills, and were provided with an opportunity to practice accessing information,
a “lack of network infrastructure and electricity”98 prevented township teachers
from accessing the Internet and using computer resources. As Bornman pointed
out, “compared with developed countries, as well as with developing countries,
South Africa has lower individual Internet usage rates; lower computer ownership;
and lower broadband subscription rates.”99 Similarly, Mashile conducted a study
on factors that impact South African educators’ ability to integrate technology in
classrooms and found that “training and professional development were severely
lacking and these two factors impact on educators’ ability to integrate technology
in South Africa.”100 According to Mashile “only 26% of educators in South Africa
have basic information and communications technology (ICT) skills.”101
The idea of a digital divide was pointedly reinforced during ETSA workshops
by participants who communicated their frustrations with a lack of access to technology and, conversely, with integrating technology into a prescribed curriculum.
The digital divide was also reinforced at the conclusion of each workshop program
when participants convened to reflect on workshop experiences. During closing
remarks, participants expressed how they benefitted from the workshops that they
attended. Although some participants shared frustrations that they had accessing
technology resources, others described how they had benefitted and planned to
implement something new that they learned as a result of the ETSA professional
development workshops they attended.

Next Steps
The conditions under which communication and intercommunication among
educators’ who commune, connect, and work together to develop international
communities of practice in education is important. Documenting how we as teachers collaborate with one another in a global context is both relevant and timely. It
supports the notion that Dewey’s work resonates with 21st-century conceptions of
democracy, educational reform,102 and globalization.103 But if we as educators want

Volume 35 (1) 2019

88

S. R. Goldberg

to personally experience the true meaning of democracy, which Dewey defined as
“a life of free and enriching communion,”104 we would all benefit from taking a
more proactive stance.
According to Dewey, “the task of democracy is forever that of creation of a
freer and more humane experience in which we all share and to which all contribute.”105 To embrace living Dewey’s ideas in action, individual educators in our “Great
Society” can use technology, as he stated, “to secure the intellectual and emotional
significance of this physical annihilation of space,”106 which the Internet and World
Wide Web signify, to advance a more personal and meaningful “Great Community.”
Fast forward to the 21st-century and the explosion of computerized technology. While the “development of tools into machines” was described by Dewey as
“characteristic of the industrial age,” he also stated that,
It was made possible by taking advantage of science socially accumulated
and transmitted . . . it was no natural endowment but something acquired
by observing others, by instruction, and communication.107

Bearing this in mind, computerized machines used for technology information can
be used as educational tools, but they are in no way a substitute for interactions and
communication with educators who instruct and can be observed while instructing.
Educators who do not have access to personalized professional development
workshops with technology can use social media to hone and expand their personal,
interpersonal, and professional communication skills. By using social media tools
and mobile applications, it is conceivable that individual educators in South Africa
can overcome the digital divide described by Bornman, Ghobadi and Ghobadi,
and Mashile. However, this will require a great deal of problem solving and, more
specifically, joint “problem solving with new potential collaborators.”108
In place of open access to digital educational resources, mobile phones can
provide opportunities to access networked communication. Educators can collaborate and share information that they have accessed on their mobile phones. Social
media tools and mobile applications, such as YouTube, Instagram, and Twitter, are
currently very popular and potentially informative. This is significant because,
according to Bornman, “ownership of mobile phones was much higher than the
use of computers and the Internet in South Africa.”109 Bornman also noted that,
“97.7% of teachers with tertiary qualifications in South Africa, reported that they
used their own mobile phones to access Internet information.”110
Alternatively, free technology hubs, like the Bandwidth Barn in Khayelitsha,
can be used to access Professional Learning Networks (PLN) like Edmodo,
Classroom 2.0, and The Educator’s PLN.111 These online sources function “as a system of interpersonal connections and resources that support informal learning.”112
As such, they can be used to connect with potential collaborators for advice, support,
and to brainstorm solutions. Online professional development networks (PLN’s) can
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help teachers to connect and “create structures on which learning opportunities can
arise.”113 In sum, a key bonus for educators who engage in online communication
is that they can communicate, collaborate, and problem solve informally.
In general, educators can use online PLN’s to describe a concern or challenge. Through dialogue with other educators, in PLN’s they can identify resources
and continuing professional development opportunities, such as free sources for
technology materials, including video tutorials on technology use and technology
integration skills. Likewise, information on fellowships and grants for computer
technology training can be identified and shared as well. Through communication
and intercommunication, educators can problem solve together. This type of “collective problem solving”114 will ultimately reinforce “a view that sees democracy as
always a task before us, but as nonetheless containing the resources within itself to
imagine beyond its specific limitations.”115
Overall, though conditions for Internet access are very challenging in South
Africa, professional development workshops and professional learning networks
that privilege collaborative learning can help bridge the digital divide. But bridging
the gap between “those who have and those who do not have access to new forms
of technology information,”116 and professional development with technology, will
be a monumental task in South Africa unless “ongoing research, to monitor the
impact of various initiatives,”117 such as ETSA, is undertaken.
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